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SYNOPSIS  
This paper reviews class differences In patterns of child punishment, and examines 
the proposition that working-class parents more frequently physically punish their 
children whereas middle-class parents more often use the disciplinary technique of 
reasoning with their children. The quantitative data from previous studies which 
support such claims are found to be limited. New data are presented from a recent 
Australian survey using mothers’ reports of how they would respond to child 
misbehaviour. We conclude that In contemporary Australian society there are 
statistically significant differences in patterns of child disciplinary techniques when 
stratified by mothers’ education, but that (In the light of methodological and 
theoretical issues) these differences are relatively modest In magnitude.  
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There are now a number of studies which confirm that violent crimes involving 
physical aggression are more common in lower social class (socioeconomic) groups 
(Braithwaite, 1989; Hazelhurst and Braithwaite, 1993). Physical punishment is often 
included by students of domestic violence under the broad definition of ‘violence’. 
Gelles and Straus (1988), for example, maintain that “…violence [is] an act carried 
out with the intention, or perceived intention, of causing physical pain or injury to 
another person” (p.54). These ‘acts’ of violence can range from a push or a shove to 
shooting or stabbing. Of violence toward children, the milder forms are reported to be 
the most common, with over half of the parents taking part in the First National 
Family Violence Survey reporting they ‘spank’ or ‘slap’ their children, and nearly 
half reporting they ‘push’, ‘shove’ or ‘grab’ their children (Gelles and Straus, 1988).  
 
Class differences in patterns of violence towards children in the context of child 
punishment were a subject of some interest in the 1950 to 1970s. There has since been 
only limited research on this topic. Early studies suggested that lower-class parents 
more often sanction their children using physical punishment while middle- and 
upper-class parents were thought to prefer such disciplinary techniques as explaining 
why the behaviour was unacceptable and more democratic strategies such as 
reasoning with the child.  
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This paper reviews previous research pointing to class differences in child rearing or 
socialization. It then examines the statistical significance and strength of these 
differences, using a recently-acquired sample of mothers and their children, to 
determine whether such differences persist in contemporary western industrial 
societies like Australia.  
BACKGROUND  
The idea that there exists a working-class preference for physical punishment can be 
traced partly to Adorno et al, (1950), and partly to the publication of Political Man by 
Lipset (1959). Upset looked at the politics of the working class and its failure to fulfil 
their role as prophesied by Marx, i.e. as the revolutionary force of society. Instead, 
Lipset argued, the working-class has become increasingly conservative, often 
supporting nationalism, racism, and fascism.  
As well as exploring the macro-political aspects of this idea, Lipset also argued that 
working-class family life is coloured by this tendency towards authoritarianism. 
Lipset links patterns of family life of the lower-class to tensions which flow from their 
insecurity as a class, and from economic instability. Citing Bronfenbrenner (1958), he 
quotes:  
There is a great deal of direct frustration and aggression in the day-to-day lives of 
members of the lower classes, both children and adults. A comprehensive review of 
the many studies of child-rearing patterns in the United States, completed in the past 
twenty-five years reports that their ‘most consistent finding’ is the ‘more frequent use 
of physical punishment by working class parents. The middle class, in contrast, 
resorts to reasoning, isolation, and ...‘love-oriented’ techniques of discipline...’ 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1958)  
In 1968 Newson and Newson reported the results of their survey of some 700 parents 
of 4 year old children. Middle and lower class parents reported more frequently 
smacking their child (61% of classes I and H, about 69% of class III and 79% of class 
V). These class differences appeared greatest in such specific situations as the child 
being disobedient or lying (Newson and Newson, 1968). Lipset attributes class 
differences in behaviour to different perspectives deriving from economic forces. He 
cites a number of sources which refer to working-class life and culture as being 
directed by an unsophisticated perspective. This working-class perspective is 
described as:  
Greater suggestibility, absence of a sense of past and future (lack of a prolonged time 
perspective), inability to take a complex view, greater difficulty in abstracting from 
concrete experience, and lack of imagination (inner ‘reworking’ of experience), each 
has been singled out by numerous students of quite different problems as 
characteristic of low status. (Lipset, 1981, p.108)  
Kohn (1977) published his revised (initially published in 1969) monograph, Class and 
Conformity, which examined the implications of class differences in values and 
parents’ disciplinary practices. He found that working-class parents were more likely 
to value conformity to ‘externally imposed proscriptions’ in their children. Middle-
class parents, on the other hand, were more likely to value ‘internal’ standards, 
emphasising self control, consideration and curiosity. These differences in values 
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result in differences in the ways in which both classes view their children’s 
misbehaviour, and the decision to punish (or refrain) was based on whether or not 
children transgress those values which are important to the parent. Kohn also 
concluded that differences exist between classes in the specific conditions under 
which parents punish their children:  
Working-class parents are more likely to punish or refrain from punishing on the 
basis of the direct and immediate consequences of children’s actions, middle-class 
parents on the basis of their interpretation of children’s intent in acting as they do 
(Kohn 1977, p.104).  
Although no real differences in methods of punishment were found between working- 
and middle-class parents, both classes resorted to one or another form of punishment 
for persistent misbehaviour, there was “... a tendency for working-class mothers to be 
more likely than middle-class mothers to employ physical punishment” (Kohn  
1977, p.95).  
Support for Kohn’s findings is provided by Gecas and Nye (1974). In an examination 
of class differences in parent-child interaction, Gecas and Nye found that white-collar 
parents were more likely than blue-collar parents to verbally discipline and reason 
with their children, whereas blue-collar parents were ‘somewhat more likely’ to resort 
to physical punishment as a form of discipline. Comparing parents’ education levels 
yielded even greater differences, providing stronger support for Kobn’s hypothesis:  
 
There is a tendency for college-educated wives and their spouses to discuss the 
problem with the child when his behaviour is accidentally disruptive and, in general, 
to more frequently reason with the child as a strategy of behaviour control. Wives 
with high-school education or less, and their spouses, were more likely to resort to 
physical punishment and scolding the child under these circumstances (Gecas and 
Nyc 1974, p.747).  
In a similar approach, the British sociologist Basil Bernstein looked at class 
differences in perception and thought, and at authoritarianism in family life. Bernstein 
(1977) argued:  
Present gratifications or present deprivations become absolute gratifications or 
absolute deprivations, for there exists no developed time continuum upon which 
present activity can be ranged. Relative to the middle-classes the postponement of the 
present pleasure for future gratifications will be found difficult. By implication a 
more volatile patterning of effectual and expressive behavior will be found in the 
working classes.  
Also influential has been other work by Bernstein, most notably the concepts of 
‘elaborated’ and ‘restricted’ codes which refer to different ways of using language 
that are tied to cultural settings. The restricted code refers to context-dependent 
meanings, where principles are implicit, and certain values are taken for granted 
rather than expressed. Elaborated codes on the other hand are less bound to particular 
contexts, and principles are more likely to be of an explicit nature. Bernstein argues 
that the working-class employs the restricted code, communicating principles by 
practical experience rather than abstract ideas, whereas the middle- class uses both. 
Thus in the sociological literature the middle class is thought to choose explanation 
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and reasoning as means of child discipline, whereas the working-class is associated 
with techniques of physical punishment.  
In addition to the theoretical back-drop provided by these works, the changing norms 
of the twentieth century are also an important factor in exploring the background of 
child punishment. In a major review article, Howard Erlanger (1974) refers to 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1958) work as the most influential study to date. Bronfenbrenner 
reviewed 15 studies dated from 1932 to 1957. His main conclusion was that in the 
post-war period the middle-class has been more permissive than the working- or 
lower- class in its child-rearing practices. However, Erlanger points out that 
Bronfenbrenner had only six studies which addressed the topic of discipline.  
 
Bronfenbrenner also concluded that there was some evidence to show that the 
working-class was moving toward the pattern of the middle-class. Looking at three 
more recent studies (1956-1959), Erlanger (1974, pp.70-72)) states:  
Although various studies have found a statistically significant relationship, the 
relationship between social class and the use of spanking is relatively weak. (1974, 
p.69). 
Erlanger does note, however, that the data for Blacks is considerably more consistent 
with conventional notions than the data for Whites. Regarding education, Erlanger 
says:  
Contrary to popular belief, among whites poorly educated parents have the highest 
rate of outright rejection of spanking. (1974, p.75)  
More recently, Ritchie and Ritchie (1981) have reported studies on physical 
punishment of children in New Zealand which show that:  
Authoritarian parenting bears no particular relationship to social class and physical 
punishment is distributed across the entire social spectrum.  
Ritchie and Ritchie (1981) noted that the emphasis on physical punishment was 
widespread and its effectiveness endorsed by the majority. Similarly, an Australian 
study examining three styles of discipline (permissive, authoritative, authoritarian) 
using reported responses to a number of child behaviours, found no relationship 
between the socioeconomic status of the respondent and parental style of discipline 
(Ross, 1984). Thus it can be seen that notions held regarding class differentials in the 
use of physical punishment and reasoning are not fully supported by the quantitative 
data available, and moreover, such data are few and far between.  
 
SAMPLING AND DATA COLLECTION  
Data for this analysis were taken from the Mater-University of Queensland Study of 
Pregnancy and its outcomes (MUSP). Details of the original study have appeared 
elsewhere (Keeping et a!.,1989) and are only briefly repeated here. The sample is 
from one of two major obstetric hospitals in Brisbane. All public patients who sought 
obstetric care during the period of sample acquisition (1981-84) were invited to join 
the study. Of the 8556 women selected, less than 1% declined the invitation to 
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participate. Public patients generally comprise a middle to lower-class group of 
women in Australia. (Keeping et at., 1989). 
Women were asked to complete an enrolment questionnaire at their first clinic visit, a 
second questionnaire a few days after the birth of their baby and a third questionnaire 
at the six-month follow-up. Some 10% of women did not proceed to give birth at the 
hospital and a further group were lost to the study at the six-month follow-up. 
(Keeping et al., 1989). 
This study is concerned with data acquired at the 5-year follow-up. In this phase of 
the study the mother was asked to complete another questionnaire (with many items 
identical to those in earlier phases), and a second questionnaire specifically concerned 
with the health of her now-five-year-old child. A pediatric assessment of the child’s 
health and development was also undertaken. This paper reports on the association 
between one indicator of the mother’s socioeconomic status (education, measured at 
entry to the study) and the mother’s description of her pattern of child rearing.  
 
Table 1. provides details of some of the characteristics of those lost to follow-up. 
Percentages are calculated as a proportion of mothers who gave birth to a live baby at 
the study hospital. Some 69% of women who gave birth at the hospital were 
successfully followed-up. This is a good response rate for a 5-year long-term follow-
up and is attributable to an elaborate protocol and considerable effort to maintain 
contact with the sample. Mothers who were teenagers, less educated, of lower income, 
single or living together, of nil parity prior to this pregnancy, were most likely to be 
lost to follow-up. Nevertheless a majority of all groups remained in the study at the 5-
year phase.  
Table 1. Sample Attrition for 5-years-of-age Follow-up  
(% lost comparing those giving birth and those interviewed 5 years later)  
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RESULTS  
Mothers were asked how often (always, sometimes, or never were the alternative 
answers) they would respond to these behaviours by smacking the child, explaining 
the behaviour was upsetting, or taking something away from the child. Table 2 
presents details of the association between the mother’s education (recorded at entry 
to the study) and her description of how she states she would respond if her child 
behaved in the manner listed in the table. Only percentages of mothers stating they 
would always “smack” or “explain” or “take away” are listed, but the significant test 
is for the two-way table as a whole.  
Clearly mothers vary in their reported responses to child misbehaviour. On the whole 
mothers report they most commonly respond to child misbehaviour by reasoning with 
the child and explaining why the behaviour was inappropriate. It may be the case that 
there is a tendency to overreport this type of response to child misbehaviour. The 
‘smacking’ response is resorted to most commonly in the context of the child 
behaving aggressively or breaking something valuable. Overall, though, mothers 
emphasise explaining misbehaviour rather than physical punishment.  
By contrast, with the above differences, the impact of the mother’s education on her 
self reported responses appears to be consistent, but modest in magnitude. Thus 
mothers with the lowest levels of education generally have the highest proportion of 
“smackers” and the lowest proportion of “explainers”. While less educated mothers 
do appear to more often prefer physically punishing their child compared to their 
more educated counterparts, it must be emphasised that reasoning with a child is the 
preferred response of the mothers, irrespective of their education level.  
For illustrative purposes, patterns of response to the five items were aggregated and 
propensity to “smack”, “explain and “take things away’ scales were created. This 
produces a more stable assessment of the behaviour pattern of interest. Scale scores 
were then recoded so that parents who consistently report always, sometimes or never 
responding in the manner noted, can be distinguished. The results for the categorized 
version of the scale scores are similar to those obtained from the individual item 
analysis. Less educated mothers report a somewhat greater willingness to always 
smack the child, and a lesser willingness to always explain to the child that the 
behaviour is unacceptable.  
In an additional five items mothers were asked at what age they would permit their 
child to do a variety of things. These are items which suggest that the parent gives the 
child a greater level of freedom or autonomy. Table 4 presents details of the 
association between the mother’s education and her willingness to allow her child to 
travel alone on a bus, smoke cigarettes, etc. All five associations are modest but 
statistically significant. Less educated mothers are generally less permissive and more 
often report they would “never”, at any age, allow their now-5-year-old child to travel 
on a bus alone, go on an unsupervised holiday, stay alone in the house or drink 
alcohol. It is only for smoking where the pattern is no longer consistent with more 
educated mothers more often indicating they would not allow their child to ever 
smoke.  
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Table 2. Education of Mother by React to Her Child’s Listed Behaviour Her 
Self-report of How She Would (Percent “always” for Each Response). 
 
 
Table 3. Education of Mother by Response to Listed Child Misbehaviour  
(% “always” for listed Behaviours)  
 
The main reason for not creating a scale of the items relating to the age at which the 
mother would permit the child to engage in various behaviours was that an inspection 
of the associations of mother’s education and age of permitting a child to do things, 
indicated that some of the associations were non-linear.  
DISCUSSION  
Our results confirm that one indicator of social class (the mother’s education) does 
correlate with self-reported patterns of childrearing with more educated mothers being 
less physically punitive and placing a greater emphasis on reasoning and explaining to 
the child why certain behaviours might be unacceptable. With the exception of 
smoking cigarettes, more educated mothers were also found to be more permissive, 
allowing their children a range of behavioural options at younger ages than their less 
educated counterparts.  
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These results are almost identical to the research reviewed by Erlanger in 1974, 
mainly relevant to patterns of child rearing in the United States. The data are then 
consistent in confirming both the existence of class differences and also in 
questioning the generality of the assertions which these results might imply. Thus the 
results suggest that the class differences between mothers in the way they report they 
rear their children do exist but are of a relatively modest magnitude. Mothers are 
selective in the way they sanction a child’s perceived misbehaviour, choosing to more 
often smack children who behave aggressively and explain why making fun of a 
cripple is inappropriate behaviour. While there are class differences in the selection of 
these responses, they are modest and much smaller than the stimulus provided by the 
unacceptable behaviours themselves. Mothers vary much more in their response to the 
behaviour of the child than they are consistent in always “smacking’, “explaining’ or 
‘taking away”.  
When we review class differences in such aspects of behaviour as, for example, 
choice of housing, recreation and leisure, employment and nutrition, then we clearly 
observe variation between socioeconomic groups in society. Why then are the effects 
revealed by our results weaker than perhaps the literature or dominant beliefs within 
sociology about the importance of class, might lead one to anticipate? Four possible 
reasons can be advanced for the relatively weak associations we and others have 
observed.  
The first is that the measuring instruments used to detect such differences are 
inadequate for the purpose. Here it could be argued that class differences in 
childrearing are subtle but effective and that our (and others) questionnaires do not 
reveal this subtlety. While it is difficult to make a firm judgement about this 
possibility, the available data attest to both the reliability of the scales we have created 
and the variability of behaviour they reveal. The fact that this variability is only 
weakly related to class raises the probability that common (not class-based) cultural 
values define acceptable child rearing in Australian society.  
The second possibility is that class differences in child rearing exist, but widely 
prevalent standards of what constitutes acceptable childrearing, have dominated the 
responses we received. According to this view we have received socially acceptable 
reports rather than factual descriptions of what transpires largely in the privacy of an 
individual’s home. This possibility cannot be rejected, but it appears an unlikely 
explanation of our findings. The items in the questionnaire related to behaviours 
(child refuses to clean room, punches another child, touches a hot stove) which are 
deviant and for which the mild punishments presented as optional answers (smacking 
a child in no way implies brutality or child abuse) seem relatively socially acceptable. 
We were not asking about violent behaviour towards the child, only the extent to 
which the child might be physically or otherwise sanctioned.  
A third possibility is that class differences are no longer (if they were once) important 
in influencing child rearing. This explanation would suggest that with the advent of 
mass education, the pervasive influence of the mass media and mass culture, the 
aspirations and behaviours of many are similar and what they do is a function of what 
they can afford to do. According to this view all social classes aspire to similar goals 
(though perhaps quantitatively different)--a car, a home, a holiday--but the realities of 
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income and prior experience (some of which is cultural, but today rapidly learnt) 
channel the social classes into their separate ways of expressing their goals. Child 
rearing, to the extent that we have assessed its character, is not prohibited by income 
or other aspects of inequality and may, in the respects we have addressed (smacking, 
reasoning, taking away) be largely similar for all the classes.  
The fourth possibility, like the third, is that our results are correct and that whatever 
class differences in behaviour may exist, they do not include the patterns of child 
rearing we have studied. Class differences in behaviour, however, are evident because 
behaviours other than the ones we have studied have been observed. According to this 
view there are class differences in aspiration and goal, in culture and behaviour, but 
these are somewhat independent of physically punishing the child, reasoning with the 
child or taking something away from the child. While this possibility has some face 
validity, it is rendered somewhat less plausible by the general absence of data 
documenting what these class-related differences might involve, and the magnitude of 
such differences.  
We conclude by suggesting that all of the explanations we have considered might 
account for the modest associations we have observed. Nevertheless, we subscribe to 
the latter two, which imply that our results arc essentially correct and that class 
differences in child rearing (in smacking, reasoning and taking away) exist but are of 
modest magnitude, at least with respect to the misbehaviours listed in this study.  
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